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 In the past decade the news industry has undergone a revolution driven by changing 
technology and new possibilities that arise in an online news environment. While the 
revolution began in the late 1990s, arguably a key turning point in the mainstreaming 
of online journalism as a fourth type of journalism alongside print, radio and 
television, occurred on April 13, 2005 in a speech by Rupert Murdoch to he American 
Society of Newspaper Journalists.  
 
 In that landmark address Murdoch confessed to have downplayed the online 
advances hoping “this thing called the digital revolution would just limp along” [1] 
but admitted to having reached a position where he believed online journalism created 
a “huge opportunity to improve our journalism and expand our reach” [1] Exactly 
how that would happen and how to best ready journalism students for the new and 
expanded journalism of the future was an issue journalism educators continue to 
ponder and was the motivation behind this research. 
 
Further, it was in this 2005 speech that Murdoch coined the phrases digital 
immigrants and digital natives to distinguish between those born into the world before 
the web from those who have “never known a world without ubiquitous broadband 
internet access” [1]. 
 
He pondered “what do we – a bunch of digital immigrants – need to be relevant to the 
digital natives”. Almost four years on as the industry continues to grapple with that 
question, journalism educators are faced with what is possibly an even more daunting 
prospect – equipping  a new breed of students for the future when the shape of the 
future is at best uncertain. Added to the complexity is that the educators are all digital 
immigrants while their students are Murdoch’s digital natives.  
 
Murdoch’s solution to remaining relevant was to “just watch our teenage kids”. 
 
 For journalism educators, the solution is, in part, the same. After a year-long study 
that included a week working alongside online journalists in the Brisbane newsrooms 
of both the Courier-Mail and ABC news online and a series of interviews and surveys 
and engagements with key players in online journalism and evaluating the literature 
two key trends emerged. The first is that the old journalism skills including a nose for 
news, good writing and interviewing skills, curiousity and accuracy are also the new 
journalism skills. In short it is not teaching new tricks but teaching new dogs old 
tricks.  
 
But while the skill set may not be new, there are new understandings, new platforms, 
new ethics and most importantly a new urgency in news delivery which journalism 
graduates must be equipped to face.  To keep graduates ahead of the game, educators 
must teach graduates the things that the digital natives know best only in a journalism 
context. Blogs, tweets, pods, Facebook, the video and photo equipped mobile phone 
and the Ipod – the toys of the natives – can all have a role in preparing students for the 
newsroom of the future. Today, as in the past, good journalism is about good 
storytelling. The fundamentals are unchanged but the mindset and the way the story is 
told is evolving. 
 
Methodology 
In 2009, Queensland University of Technology will roll out the first phase of its new 
restructured journalism program which will include, for the first time, a separate 
online journalism strand, two new online journalism subjects and a new news website. 
In preparation for the radical overhaul, in 2008 the researcher sort to confirm exactly 
what needed to be included in the online journalism offering to ensure its relevance.  
The key questions were:  
1) What are the attributes most considered when employing new journalists for 
jobs in integrated and online newsrooms 
2) What are the skills graduate journalists will need to work in online and 
integrated newsrooms in the future 
 
 The first phase of the research involved the researcher spending a week in each of the 
newsrooms of  thecouriermail.com and the ABC’s news online Australian 
headquarters. Here she was able to observe staff and interview key players. 
Subsequently representatives of both organisations accepted invitations to address 
students at QUT about preparations for a career in the newsroom of the future. She 
also visited the Fairfax Brisbane headquarters to meet with staff of  
brisbanetimes.com to discuss issues relating to preparing new journalists for a future 
in online journalism. 
 
 Two significant conferences in Brisbane in 2008 – Asian Media Information and 
Communication Centre’s  Convergence, Citizen Journalism & Social Change March 
conference and the Media and Entertainment Alliance’s Future of Journalism 
Conference in September offered opportunities to question significant industry figures 
about issues surrounding journalism futures and training. Further interviews and 
surveys were carried out with online journalists in Fairfax, News Limited, Australian 
Provincial Newspapers and the ABC with a total of 15 profile journalists informing 
the project. 
 
Finally, an analysis of existing research was carried out to establish an international 
perspective on the skills and attributes rated most highly by online employers and 
opinion on the make-up of journalism courses to best deliver these skills. 
 
Literature Review 
J Schools have been pondering the challenges to existing curriculum posed by online 
journalism since its inception. As early as 2000, Dickson and Brandon found a 
disparity between what the industry expected of graduates and what journalism 
educators believed they should be teaching. Newspaper editors at the time were 
demanding courses with more skills such as reporting and online writing while 
educators more highly valued conceptual courses such as theory, ethics and law.[2]  
 
One of the earliest significant studies into the match between training and industry 
expectations was conducted in 2004 by researchers at the Virginia Commonwealth 
University’s School of Mass Communication. The survey of 343 journalism 
educators, newspaper editors and television and online news executives contrasted 
views about preparation of students for current and future jobs and showed gaps 
between what employers’ value most in job applicants and what educational programs 
were providing.[3] It found that the three most important skills by both educators and 
the industry were reporting, ethics and interviewing. Indicative was the comment 
from one of the broadcast respondents “teach people how to write and ask good 
questions”.  
 
 A year later, C. Max Magee surveyed 239 members of the Online News Association 
in the US. He found that what made online different from other forms of journalism 
was not the technical aspects of the job but a “different way of thinking”[4]. 
Managers ranked attention to detail, ability to work under time pressure and 
communication skills as requirements for the job well ahead of ability to learn or 
awareness of new technologies. Being able to “think online” was considered a core 
attribute. The study concluded that new media journalism programs should have 
features that replicate the experience of working online with multiple daily deadlines.  
 
The study also identified two different types of online news organisations – those 
which produce content and those which manage. 
“Based on the survey, it’s clear that some organisations expect their online journalists 
to produce content while other organisations expect them to manage it”[4]. 
This divide was later defined by the Pew Research Center's Project for Excellence in 
Journalism the aggregators versus the originators. [5] The divide is important because 
the skill set also varies from one that favours skills more closely aligned with sub-
editing to ones aligned with reporting.[4]  He found that a program designed to train 
online journalists in the production or aggregation function should : 
 Be weighted in favour of teaching copy-editing skills 
 Teach news judgement involved as a round-the-clock decision-making process 
relating to the online form (as much as possible in an academic situation) 
 Emphasise grammar and style 
 Teach online specific headline and caption skills 
The most highly rated skills technological skills were 
 HTML 
 Use of content management systems 
 Photoshop 
 
Unsurprisingly, ability to be conversant with a range of technologies was considered 
important but it was far from the be all and end all. 
“Mastery of technology is important to the online journalist but this alone does not 
make an online journalist,” Magee concluded. [4] For the originators, content creation 
ranked more highly and for the aggregators editing and copy editing were more highly 
favoured. 
 
The belief that technical mastery was not at the core to successful online journalism 
was also at the heart of the findings of Tamya Pierce who in 2007 surveyed 311 
newspaper editors about the skills they rated most highly in employing new recruits. 
[6] Pierce concluded that although the importance of computing skills had risen 
“editors suggest these skills do not replace the foundations of journalism – the basic 
skills of writing, grammar and critical thinking”. As one editor quoted in the study 
noted “Journalists have to wear many hats nowadays. Copy editors are juggling 
design and Web duties. Reporters often have to juggle blog writing and Web story 
updates in addition to their typical plate of news reporting. Journalism students need 
to learn to multi-task. But they need to have critical thinking skills. Assimilate info 
and connect the dots for context. Most importantly, know the basic skills of writing, 
grammar and spelling”.[6] 
 
Studies are showing, however, that while traditional skills are still foremost in the 
mind of media employers, digital skills are rising in importance. Shahira Fahmy, an 
assistant professor in the School of Journalism at Southern Illinois University, 
surveyed 245 news professionals in late 2006 asking them to rank the importance of  
25 skill areas. [7] 
The skills which ranked the highest were 
1. Ability to learn 
2. Editing 
3. Reporting 
4. Spelling 
5. Research  
6. Writing 
Respondents were also asked to consider what skills would be important five years 
into the future. The importance of shooting photos and video, multimedia delivery, 
multimedia editing and production, capturing audio, animation and Flash and 
podcasting were all seen as skills which would become more relevant into the future. 
It should be noted, however, that while survey respondents forecast a growing 
importance of digital skills they still saw the traditional journalism skills as 
outweighing the new technical skills. 
 
Fahmy concluded that the predicted growth in the importance of digital skills was 
vital for journalism curriculum planning.  
“The results imply that while journalism students should continue to focus on 
traditional journalism skills, they should also seek knowledge in digital skills to 
qualify better for multi-platform reporting and be more competitive in the job market” 
[7]. 
He also noted “as the industry is looking at cross platform newsrooms as the future, 
the general assessment is that journalists should focus on learning traditional skills 
and also be knowledgeable in the many aspects of technology to be able to cross 
platform with ease” [7]. 
 
Fahmy’s findings about the high value placed on traditional journalism skills were 
echoed by a 2008 study of online journalists by North Carolina newspapers University 
of North Carolina assistant professor Ryan Thornburg. [8] 
 
Coming out on top were time pressure, multi-tasking, detail and news judgement with 
technological awareness, online community management the least valuable of the 10 
attributes in Thornburg’s poll. 
 
Thornburg commented that the poll’s findings contained a salient message for 
journalism educators. 
 
“Interesting to note for those of us who teach students that it is more important to get 
it right than to get it first, the online journalists in my survey and that the ability to 
work under time pressure was more important than attention to detail.”[8] 
Robert Niles from the Annenberg School of Journalism at the University of Southern 
California also saw speed as one of the key attributes journalism educators must stress 
in creating graduates that were viable in the competitive online market. [9] 
 
He added that outside the traditional print-derived story format, online journalists 
needed to be able to write blogs, wikis and contribute to discussion forums. Being 
able to write heads, decks, and short article summaries for RSS feeds and email 
newsletters were also considered essential. 
 
He said, however, the traditional qualities of great journalism still applied: active 
voice, clear construction and careful vocabulary. 
 
Some, however, suggest a more radical shake-up of journalism training.  Amy 
Gahran, the author of the Poynter Institute’s Journalism Conversations: Online and 
Multimedia said  “I think what may be needed is to completely re-envision and 
rebuild j-school with today’s realities and tomorrow’s likelihoods in mind” [10]. 
 
 She suggested that the core basics of reporting, writing, ethics and editing skills 
remained but that they needed to be taught in relation to today’s media landscape. But 
she also advocated tooling journalists with the right skills such as a real content 
management system, media sharing tools such as Flickr, search engine optimisation 
tools and using social media such as Facebook as well as the basics in capturing and 
editing photos, audio and video. 
 
In a separate posting she argued that students should not just understand but 
demonstrate they could “envision, research, evaluate and act upon options to do more 
with their content online”[11]. 
 
She also proposed better co-ordination even integration of journalism with other 
departments such as business and computer science to “evolve their  curricula and 
programs to more effectively prepare journalists for a media landscape where online, 
mobile and social media lead the charge” [12] 
 
Research Findings 
The year-long project sought to identify what skills were being used in online and 
integrated newsrooms in Brisbane in 2008 and how to best train journalism to meet 
those challenges into the future. After observing, participating and talking to the key 
players, the findings could at one level be summed up in just one quote from the then 
brisbanetimes.com managing editor Mitchell Murphy who described online 
journalism thus: 
 
“At the end of the day, it’s not that different but it is. I know that sounds Irish 
but the core skills are still the same, it is just the speed at which it has to 
happen”[13] 
 
All of the journalists and editors emphasised that while the platform was new and new 
proficiencies were required, at the core the traditional journalism skills rated as highly 
today as they ever had – perhaps more so. 
 
“At the end of the day, whether it’s online or print or whatever you still need to get 
the basics right,” Murphy said. “Forget about the medium. You are dead in the water 
unless you can deliver the basics and that’s journalism 101.” 
 
It was a theme echoed by every one of the journalists and editors spoken to – the 
traditional journalism skills remain fundamental and must remain central to any 
journalism course. 
 
Stuart Watt, the web development manager of ABC online, put it like this: “The core 
skills of journalism will always be the core skills of journalism. You need to have that 
as the very basis of what you do and on top of that we look for people who are 
familiar with the web”[14]. 
 
When asked what were the skills they were looking for in journalism recruits for 
online and integrated newsrooms, the same five skills were prominent in all responses  
 Written communication skills 
 A strong news sense 
 Spelling and grammar 
 Interviewing 
 Good general knowledge 
 
In an address to journalism students, Watt stressed that the old basics were the new 
basics. 
 
“I would just like to emphasise to you that the old basics of journalism remain ever so 
important whether you are a newspaper journo or a radio or TV or online and those 
skills are spelling and grammar and getting the talent’s name right and spelling the 
talent’s name correctly...I just can’t emphasise enough that while they are basic and 
they sound quite trite they are just so important to everything that you do in your 
career to the point that if you don’t become quite anal there’s something wrong.” [15] 
 
 
In addition to the skill set, there was a common set of traditional journalism attributes 
that the online journalists and editors said they would seek in online recruits. These 
were 
 
 A passion or hunger for the craft 
 Adaptibily/flexibility 
 Curiosity 
 Initiative  
 A desire to learn 
 
Bloomberg’s Sydney bureau chief Iain Wilson described what he would be looking 
for in a new recruit: “I am looking for an eye for detail, the enthusiasm for the story, 
the drive to get it right, the anger when they get scooped, wanting to get it first. Those 
are the things I am looking for.” [16] 
 
Murphy said the attributes he looked for in online recruits were exactly the same as 
when he was recruiting for newspapers. 
 
“It doesn’t matter how good the technology is if you have crap reporters. I’ve edited 
newspapers for 20 years and basically I don’t think I’d be looking for anything 
different. I want a PHD – Passion, Hunger, Desire. All of these things apply 
universally to me X Factor candidates. Unless they are complete morons you can 
teach them to write but you can’t teach desire. They have to have that desire. I am 
looking for passion. I am looking for someone that puts in the hard yards, someone 
who has got that extra experience.”[13] 
 
Old skills, old jobs 
As well as describing the skill-set as closely aligned to traditional journalism skills, 
the participants also defined their jobs in terms of traditional newsroom roles – either 
reporting or sub-editing depending on whether the newsroom is mostly an aggregator 
or  originator. 
 
Rebekah Van Druten, ABC Online’s national entertainment editor, said the job was 
very like a newspaper sub-editor.    
 
 “Especially in the junior ranks, you are looking at a very clearly defined sub-editor 
role, Even though it’s advertised or called an online journalist or online producer role, 
the basic function of our junior journalists is to act as a sub-editor,” she said. [17] She 
continued: “If you are looking at introducing online journalism subjects into a 
university course and ramping up online subjects in a university course the emphasis 
should be on those sub-editing roles.” 
 
Philippa Yelland, the former chief sub-editor for news.com. in Sydney described 
online journalism as being afternoon tabloid “tits and bums” in style with news 
bureau deadlines.  “The closest it comes to in the old days is something like AAP and 
the news bureaus which were feeding things out to the mainstream media,” she said. 
[18] 
Murphy also used the news bureau analogy, describing the job in terms of a cadet on a 
country paper expected to write and take photographs while filing to APP 
deadlines[13] while Martin said it was like a return to the newspapers of old.   
 
“Newspapers used to have multiple editions – reporters would have to get a story, file 
a few paragraphs for the first edition, stay with the story, refile a longer version for 
the next edition and usually file again for the nightly edition. During the 80s and 90s 
when afternoon newspapers closed down that skill largely disappeared. Journalists 
writing news for websites are being asked to rediscover some of those old skills.”  
(Quoted in[19]) 
 
New skills, new jobs 
While there was agreement across the board that the old journalism skills were the 
new journalism skills and that educators needed to consolidate on those skills, there 
was also widespread agreement that students needed to know how to apply these 
skills in new ways or in new combinations.  
“The real difference is the midshift,” The Courier-Mail’s online editor John Grey said. 
[20] . 
  
The new mindset identified by the participants involved both new skills or skill 
combinations and new understandings. 
 
The new skills identified were: 
 Writing at speed to rolling deadlines 
 Filing to for multiple platforms 
 Storytelling using multiple media 
 Working knowledge of basic technologies Photoshop, video and audio editing, 
Flash and HTML 
 Working with content management systems 
 
The new understandings identified were 
 New online style and news values 
 New audiences 
 New ethical challenges in the new medium 
 Writing for search engines and social media 
 
Of these speed was considered THE biggest difference between online journalism and 
anything that has gone before. 
 
“The deadline is when it happens and every second after that is late,” said Grey.[20] 
We are competing by the minute.” 
 
Pippa Leary, Fairfax Digital’s general manager media, agreed. 
“The breaking news stories now happen in seconds and minutes. They don’t happen 
in hours. Those seconds in a breaking news story are critical.” [21] 
 
Fairfax’s Mitchell Murphy said as well as thinking speed, journalists needed to be 
tooled with equipment such as the JasJam, a PDA “smart phone” capable of capturing 
video and audio which along with text can be emailed back to the office. 
 
“If we look at the real difference between online and what’s gone before it’s quite 
simply one word – speed. Journos have to file faster than they ever have before. 
Before you could go out on a job, drive back and five hours later file but if the story’s 
of any significance you have to file now and fast but you can’t be dismissive of the 
requirements of accuracy and balance.” [13] 
 
As well as filing fast, the online journalist needs to be able to repackage and 
repurpose the same copy for multiple platforms. Bob Johnston ABC News Online 
editor said repurposing was central to the online business. “The idea of publishing at 
once to multiple platforms sort of underpins our thinking now so that the same copy 
could be published on the ABC site, it could go out on a commercial syndicated site, 
an element of that story could be used on a mobile story on the 3G network and 
another variation could be used as an SMS text message.”[22] He continued: “In an 
index page you might just present a headline. How much more important is a headline 
when you assume people might not read the rest of the story and don’t have the 
advantage of the first par to tease it out”. 
 
Johnston said the multiple use of the same piece of content had implications at the 
news gathering as well as the publishing stage of the process. He pointed to broadcast 
journalists having to rethink their interviewing style because in the past they may 
have used only 20 or 30 second grabs from a longer interview. 
 
“Now the whole five minute interview that was recorded could be published in its 
entirety online so I think it is a responsibility to go into an interview now with a view 
to crafting it so it can be used in a more complete form online.”[22] 
 
He said this was something journalism educators might need to consider. 
 
Grey also warned about the new demands of interviewing in an online environment. 
“When we (print journalists) ask questions we often talk over the answer. It’s 
impossible to edit that out. We’ve always said ‘yeah’ and ‘ah huh’ when what they 
have to learn is (nod).”[20]  
 
Being able to tell a story in more than one media was a recurring theme. 
 
The Courier-Mail editor David Fagan said adaptability was a big issue going forward. 
“The key to me is the story and the story can be told in many forms.”  [14] Fagan 
talked of a Q Weekend Magazine piece published on September 13, 2008, about a 
man who had tracked down the recipients of his son’s organs and how the resulting 
piece using video showed the possibilities of storytelling in the online environment 
[23] 
“A year ago, we would have said ‘it’s a good magazine piece’ and off we would have 
gone and done it and then cut and pasted that story on the website in some way but 
you have to think about the different ways to tell the story.  We have to have better 
technology, better training and a willingness to give it a go.”[14] 
 
Stuart Watt also said journalists had to think more about the different ways of telling 
the same story. 
 
“One of the things a good journo should now be thinking when you are assigned to a 
story is how can I best tell that story and sometimes that might just be text or 
sometimes there might be other elements you can bring in such as photos, video and 
audio.”[24] 
 
Martin said having people with different skills in the online newsroom helped and 
colour and mix to the story angles and format ideas. “A story can be done in text 
format, a podcast, a video piece or a Flash slideshow. Which one is going to work 
best? That’s the sort of question we try to work out.” [19] 
 
Being able to tell stories using multiple media does require new skills but being expert 
multimedia producers was not considered vital. John Grey told journalism students 
that there would still be experts in every medium but a knowledge of production 
technology was an advantage. 
 
“We certainly wouldn’t expect every journalist to be in front of the camera. Some I 
wouldn’t want to put in front of a camera but simple things like being able to top and 
tail a bit of audio. I hope everyone would have those skills.” [20] He also said 
knowledge of HTML was presently an advantage but he was hoping that with a new 
content management system this would be less so. 
 
Bob Johnson said production skills were a useful add-on. “If we had two young 
journalists who were very good and equal to one another in all respects of their 
journalistic knowledge, understanding and craft skills and all the rest of it and one had 
some HTML skills and was more confident than the other in using a video editing 
application or a photo editing application, we would take that person. But if you had a 
good disciplined journo who was applying for a job with us and a not so good journo 
who had some HTML and web design skills and they were comfortable in photo 
editing would that push out the better journo? We would take the better journo every 
time.”[22] 
 
Murphy said being up to speed with technology was vital and the demands and 
expectations were getting greater. He said, however, being an expert was not an 
expectation adding that “really well made video is not necessarily what they want to 
watch. The video that rates well is often raw video”.[13] 
 
Watt agreed. “People have a lower threshold on the web. Their expectations are lower 
for video and audio on the web and that means there is a lot more latitude for people 
who may not be specialists to go out and shoot video and record audio that might not 
have made the grade.”[24] 
 
Journalists were expected to also be able to manage the various form of content they 
produce. There was a real sense that while understanding the concepts of content 
management systems was vital, the fact that they were being replaced and updated 
frequently and were different from work site to work site meant there was no sense in 
detailed training in one system. 
 
Trina McLellan, a former journalism academic who now is involved with online 
training at The Courier Mail agrees that it was a difficult issue. 
“If you did a quick survey and rang all the major newspapers in the country you 
would find we are all using different equipment. If you talked about content 
management systems you would find we were all using different systems so you have 
to be knowledgeable enough to see what a content management system looks like, and 
a reasonably advanced one – but you have to be flexible enough to relearn that in 
another context,” she said.[25] 
 
Van Druten agreed. “There is no point in training future online journalists to one 
particular content management system or one particular way of publishing online 
content because  the reality is every newsroom you work in uses different systems and 
even in the ABC since I started there back in 2002 we’ve gone through three different 
content management systems so it is the ability to pick up new systems and learn how 
to use them versus actually teaching students how to use a particular content 
management system[17].”   
 
As well as grasping new skills, journalism students need to grasp new style and new 
values for online which participants identified as being more “tabloid” than before. 
John Grey said working for online meant being able to “embrace your inner 
ratbag”[20]. 
 
“There is a very different tone. It’s much more fun. It’s a bit cheekier,”  
Grey said, however, the style was dictated by the platform. “In terms of content pages 
rather than something tight I would have something a little more teasing but when it 
comes to mobiles in comes back to how I was taught to write with a tight first par and 
then flesh it out.” [26]  He said the stories which worked best online were “weather, 
boobs, celebrity and hard news.” 
“It’s the old tabloid thing,” he said. 
 
Fagan said the website was more racy than the paper [14] . “I know the Courier-Mail 
website is different from the newspaper and I’m not uncomfortable about that,” he 
said. 
 
 Watt said the ABC’s criteria was different online although the divergence was less 
than at the Fairfax papers.  
 
“You see it very strongly at the Sydney Morning Herald because they have an 
enormous difference in the news values that are evident online. Compared with their 
traditional more conservative broadsheet newspaper, in comparison the website will 
go very much more for Jessica Alba has broken up with her boyfriend rather than a 
story on the economy or politics and that’s a change we are going to see more and 
more of. The ABC has also gone that way a bit when we apply a different set of 
criteria to what we think our online audience wants compared with what we think our 
traditional broadcast audience wants.”[24] 
 
The new style is about the different audience online as much as the new medium. 
Fagan said the overlap between The Courier-Mail’s print and online editions was 
“surprisingly small”. [14] “It’s about 10 per cent of our audience and the web 
audience is a lot younger than our newspaper and a lot more male.”  
All of the participants talked about the typical web news consumer was an office 
worker with access patterns following the work day with spikes when people arrived 
at work, at lunch time and just before people left the workplace.  
 
Leary said content on the site need to be designed to suit that audience. “People don’t 
have a lot of time to go out to lunch, they are getting their lunch and sitting in front of 
their computers and eating their lunch and they want a little light relief .”  [21]  
 
Murphy said it was now possible to tell what an audience was engaging with instantly 
which allowed you to better service its needs. 
 
“In a newspaper environment you would wait days or weeks to get returns and still 
not know which newspaper stories are being read. When you edit a website you can 
give the audience what they want instead of what you believe is important.”[13] 
 
Johnston said the danger of turning news selection into a popularity contest was one a 
raft of new ethical issues thrown up by online which students needed to consider. 
“(They need to know) their ethical obligations. It seems to me that they need to be a 
bit more aware of the issues raised by online and how online is changing the news 
organsation’s relationship with the audience.” [22] 
Johnston said the validation of user-generated content and the ethics of its collection 
were new considerations. 
 
“We put up guidelines on user-generated content that specifically say to people ‘don’t 
put yourself in danger collecting this content and don’t breach privacy laws and 
restrictions ...but we don’t know how it is engaged”. 
 
He went on: “What it raises for you as journalism trainers are the same sort of issues 
it raises for us. How do we know that photo we received of the cyclone from someone 
we don’t  know is actually a photo of the cyclone. How do we check that? What’s the 
responsibility for editorial validation? Can or should we attempt to distance 
ourselves?” 
 
Opening stories up for comment also raises ethical considerations. 
 
“The very act of opening stories up to comment raises for the average journo a whole 
bunch of questions about what is acceptable content. When does a view that you 
might think is unacceptable actually step into the realm where you shouldn’t publish 
that view,” Johnston asked. “That’s a very blurred line.” [22] 
 
Grey said there was not a uniform position on what was acceptable. “We have a 
liberal attitude to readers’ comments,” he said later adding “The Daily Telegraph 
crosses lines we don’t” [20].  
 
 As well as dealing with the new ethical issues, journalism students need to 
understand the new challenges of writing for search engines. 
 
Grey said students should consider not only how to optimise their story for search 
engines using key words (search engine optimisation SEO) but also how to write for 
social media such as Facebook (social media optimisation SMO). [26] 
 
McLellan said writing for search engines required a new discipline  
 
“Where you might write something clever off a photograph or use a play on words in 
print you certainly have to be more precise and exact and instead of using people’s 
nicknames for instance use people’s full names because people don’t search on 
nicknames they search on full names.”[25] 
 
Leary talked about when Heath Ledger died the number of hits on the Sydney 
Morning Herald’s which ran the headline “Heath Ledger Dead” far outranked those 
on the Age which led with “Dead in Bed”. 
 
“All our staff  have to learn about how to write for search engines because there is a 
huge difference between writing a headline for a newspaper which has to be pithy, 
witty and quick with lots of word play than how we write for a search engine,” she 
said. [21] 
 
The digital advantage 
 
Today’s students are digital natives, a fact which is considered a huge advantage 
entering the new integrated and online newsroom.  
 
Stuart Watt explained the advantage to journalism students at QUT. “In terms of an 
online career, you guys have an advantage. You are what Rupert Murdoch calls 
digital natives. You have grown up with the Internet as part of your everyday days. 
When you walk out of here 85 per cent of you will plug in your Ipods and you will all 
have mobile phones in your pocket. The digital media is second nature to you. To me, 
and I work in the field and I work in the field every day, it’s a struggle for me to keep 
up with things that you guys take for granted.”[24] 
 
David Fagan, The Courier-Mail editor, advised students to immerse themselves in 
technology capitalising on the generational advantage they had.[27] 
 
But perhaps the most relevant message came from John Grey who in one breath asked 
students if they used Facebook or Twitter or if they knew what the verb to parse 
meant[26]. 
 
“A lot of these things are instinctive to you. Facebook is how you live. Twitter, I think 
you’ll all start Tweeting pretty soon. It’s not natural to me but it’s natural to people of 
your generation. That last one is really, really important if you are going to be a 
journalist in any field whatever. You really, really know how to write.” He added: 
“don’t think you can’t learn from crusty old grey-haired journalists because there’s a 
lot you can learn like how to parse a sentence”.  
 
Recommendations 
Grey’s comments were important because he emphasised the importance of teaching 
the old journalism skills but in the context of the new media environment. To be 
relevant in an online environment then, journalism educators should: 
 
1. Retain teaching all the old skills of what news is (news values) and how to 
gather it through research and interviews and how to write it clearly and with  
correct spelling and grammar 
2. Emphasis the importance of a current affairs and a good general knowledge  
3. Ensure students understand the new styles, values and ethical considerations 
posed by the online new delivery 
4. Teach students to write for search engines and social media 
5. Ensure students have experience at writing to rolling deadlines, filing for 
multiple platforms and storytelling using multiple media. 
 
Exercises which encourage speed with accuracy and search engine optimisation will 
be a must. Robert Niles of  the Annenberg School of Journalism at the University of 
California has developed a speed quiz  [9]. Students are given a section of a 
newspaper and asked to identify the three most important stories and write a head and 
deck as if for an RSS feed or email newsletter. They would be graded on news 
judgement, use of keywords, active voice and economy of language. Each head would 
be worth 13 points on a 50 point scale. The other 11 points came according to the 
order in which the summaries arrived in Nile’s email box emphasising the need for 
speed but with a warning about penalties for spelling or errors of fact. 
 
Amy Gahran suggested opening up the students’ minds to options and creativity was 
part of what we should be doing and she advocated using the tools the students use 
already to make the learning experience more authentic. 
“Require then to create whatever kind of content their phones support (photos, video, 
audio, GPS data, even just SMS to Twitter) and post or stream it from their cell 
phones”.[11] 
Similarly she suggested using Facebook as a tool for “community outreach, 
story/issue research and promotion of their work”. 
 
Rebekah van Druten suggested setting exercises involving pulling together stories 
with input from multiple feeds.  
“It should be about how to construct a story when you are dealing with material that is 
coming from wire services, radio copy, TV copy, stuff you might be seeing in a live 
press conference or TV,” she said. [17] “How to use all those different medium and 
put it in an online package.” 
 
At QUT, students have in the past been challenged in their early years with an 
exercise requiring them to deal with a running story with updates handed to them at 
intervals throughout a two-hour period. Initially all the updates were on paper. Now 
they have to deal with copy coming in hard form, electronically and as audio to make 
the experience more authentic. This exercise will be modified in 2009 to include 
video feeds and to require them to submit  not one story at the end but a new version 
every time new information comes to hand. 
 
In addition, there should be more opportunities for students to repurpose the same 
story for multiple uses. So instead of submitting numerous news stories they may 
submit the same story as a piece for newspaper, for the website (with appropriate 
search-engine friendly headline) as a headline for a contents page and as an SMS 
message. Some of these exercises must be done under strict deadline pressure to be 
relevant. 
 
Finally there was a message that to be relevant we need to be educating ourselves not 
just the students. “Part of the problem with today’s j-schools is that too much teaching 
gets done by faculty who are out of touch, inexperienced or in denial about the digital 
revolution,” says Gahran [10].  
 
It is a concern also being expressed in the Australian environment with Hugh Martin, 
now APN Online’s general manager and an adjunct professor at UTS who said 
newsrooms were in transition and “recent graduates are still being taught by people 
who have no direct experience with how newsrooms are adapting to these 
challenges”.[28] 
 
As well as teaching the new dogs old tricks, journalism’s “old dogs” may need to 
learn a few new tricks of their own to maintain relevance. 
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